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The impression of "no crime in China" conveyed in the accounts of many foreigners who have traveled in China is an understandable misconception. Not only are such visitors screened from most informal contacts with the ordinary populace, but the populace knows that the penalties for robbing or assaulting a foreigner are much more severe than are those for doing the same to a fellow Chinese.2 However, an impression that in urban China there is less crime than in America or in most cities in other societies is probably justified. There is almost nothing in the way of organized crime operating in China, major crimes against property appear rare indeed, firearms are tightly controlled, and alcoholism and drugs as sources of criminal behavior do not constitute major problems. Most Chinese urbanites seem to feel that their cities are quite safe places in which to live. More at the level of a hunch, we would hypothesize that recidivism does not constitute the problem in Chinese society that it does in our own, for reasons we will specify later. We cannot be sure of any of these statements without the chance to directly research them within China, but we think it is nonetheless justified to assume that China has a fairly effective system for controlling crime and rehabilitating offenders; we can then proceed to examine how this system works and what its weak points are. The reader will see as we go along that the Chinese system highlights the role of other institutions besides the police, courts, and lawyers in the effort to promote orderly behavior in the populace.
RESTRICTIONS ON URBAN RESIDENCE
To understand the way in which crime is controlled in China (to the extent that it is), you have to start by considering the very different structural principles upon which urban life has been transformed since 1949. First, there is a system of urban household registration that is perhaps more restrictive than any found elsewhere in the world. It is not simply a matter of having to register with a police station when you come into a city. Urban residence is a privilege, and individuals who live in rural areas, towns,
covering many different aspects of urban life, including those dealt with in this paper. Subsequent analysis will attempt to examine variations across and within cities in crime and other forms of proscribed behavior in an effort to flesh out the general picture of the social control system given here.
2 In the spring of 1978, for instance, a man later described as deranged attacked a party of foreigners in Peking that included the actor William Holden, and stabbed one individual in the shoulder. Within the week, the attacker had been taken out and shot. Our informants also stated that they were repeatedly made aware of the fact that foreigners were to be treated with extreme caution and respect, and that the penalty for an offense against a foreigner would be especially severe.